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ABSTRACT

ON THE PERSECUTION OF THE SALVADORAN PEOPLE

Jacob Newman
Mathematics Department
Bachelor of Science

El Salvador is the focal point of an American refugee crisis. This crisis
owes its origins to protracted abuse and negligence suffered by the
Salvadoran people. They are confronted with violence, apathy, and corruption
in their homeland and throughout the international sphere. A complex
system of harms has come to a concentrated fruition in the form of
governments and gangs, histories and happenstance. The purpose of this
thesis is, first, to document the persecution faced by Salvadorans and, second,
argue that the conditions in El Salvador put many Salvadorans in need of
asylum.
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I. The American Refugee Crisis
El Salvador is at the heart of an American refugee crisis, one that is
tearing Guatemala, Honduras, and El Salvador apart. These countries are no
longer able to bring basic life support to its people. They face a desperate
situation, left with no good options. Organized crime, abusive government,
international neglect, and other factors have created a fatal circumstance.
El Salvador has some history of suffering. There is the Peasant Massacre
of 1932, which saw the effectual eradication of El Salvador’s indigenous
peoples. During the Holocaust, the Salvadoran ambassador in Geneva, José
Castellanos Contreras, rescued tens of thousands of Jews and others from the
Nazi regime. In 1981, there was the El Mozote Massacre, one war crime
among many in El Salvador’s long civil war. This massacre involved the
wholesale slaughter of several villages, over 900 people, infants and elderly
and everyone in between, by their government. The massacre was unusually
efficient, as the people of these villages had been promised that the
government would spare them if they congregated in El Mozote. The Civil
War also saw the assassination of the Archbishop of San Salvador, by orders
of the founder of El Salvador’s main right-wing party. The Archbishop, now
canonized as Saint Romero in the Catholic Church, declared the following to
members of the Salvadoran military the day before his death:
Brothers, you belong to our own people. You kill your own brother
peasants; and in the face of an order to kill that is given by a man, the law
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of God that says ‘Do not kill!’ should prevail. …. Therefore, in the name of
God, and in the name of this long-suffering people, whose laments rise to
heaven every day more tumultuous, I beseech you, I beg you, I command
you! In the name of God: ‘Cease the repression!’ (Franciscan Media).
The people of El Salvador have been victims in a cycle of persecution for
generations. As such, I will endeavor to show you what this cycle looks like
today. What has been described here and what will be detailed hereafter has
left the people in serious need of asylum, a condition which is not new.
I love Salvadorans. I lived alongside them for a little under two years.1 I
shared in their highs and lows, talking with them, meeting in their homes,
taking in their pain and their joy. As increasing numbers of Salvadorans
leave their homes to come to countries like the United States, it is my dearest
desire to show you who these Salvadorans are. Whether they come in
caravans, families, or alone, they have left behind a crisis and terror. It is
almost impossible to understand if you have not witnessed it. Be that as it
may, they deserve to be understood and we ought to understand them. As
such, this is my sole and highest purpose in writing and, I hope, your purpose
in reading: to see the Salvadorans for who they are and know how they came
to this point.
Existing academic literature is thorough on historic crimes against the
Salvadoran people (in particular, I recommend the book Captured Peace by

1

See Appendix A for autobiographical details and context.
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Christine Wade as one of the best English language histories of El Salvador).
However, academic sources are wholly inadequate for understanding
Salvadoran history from 2010. There is almost no literature on recent events,
both because the current crisis is so recent and because the uptick in violence
has made research of any kind in El Salvador exceedingly dangerous. What
does exist is the work of Spanish-language journalists, of whom the
journalists of the online newspaper El Faro are the example par excellence.
This thesis builds on that reporting and my own experience. It has been
consolidated into English, to partially remedy the imbalance of information
regarding El Salvador according to language.
The people of El Salvador are, for the most part, plain and good folk. The
children are divine creatures, playing and committing normal, innocent
mistakes. The teenagers mess around, text, and gossip like they would
anywhere else in the world. They stress over homework and young love. The
parents fight to nurture and protect their families, with great sacrifice and
compassion. Day after day, each Salvadoran goes on in their pursuit of
happiness, as best they can. They are not an unusual people, in and of
themselves. They are differentiated by one important fact: living in El
Salvador brings suffering, a suffering that is unusually severe.
On top of the normal concerns and difficulties that come as part of all our
lives, Salvadorans are faced with violence against their happiness, morality,
and families. To be clear, there has not been a proper war in El Salvador
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since its Civil War 26 years ago. Yet, El Salvador is racked with the most
bitter sort of violence: murder in El Salvador runs at rates approaching the
worst years of their Civil War. These deaths cannot be blamed on war or
revolution, like in the past. The bloodshed is primarily the work of criminals,
with the complicity of a negligent government. The country is infested with
gangs, throughout both urban. El Salvador has needed no war to start coming
apart at the seams. Nonetheless, El Salvador suffered more homicides per
capita in 2015 than any other country – 104 homicides per 100,000 people – a
level of violence only surpassed by the open, prolonged civil war in Syria
(Lakhani).
Of the 9 million Salvadorans in the world, 1 in 3 have chosen to flee the
country (El Heraldo). Even now, Salvadoran society is unstable. January saw
high levels of violence as the gangs worked to influence 2019’s presidential
election. A judge has been arrested for sexually assaulting a child, but the
government has only placed him under house arrest with token monitoring.
The newly-elected president, Nayib Bukele, comes from a third party to
which he is only superficially tied. Having little political history and no
genuine political party, no one is sure what will come with his presidency or
what he can even do with a legislature dominated by hostile political parties.
Salvadorans rarely make more than minimum wage, which is around two or
three hundred dollars per month, depending on the labor sector. About a
third do not even earn $5.50 a day. Some of these impoverished Salvadorans
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are working overtime 7 days a week for such little pay. Workers have
virtually no protection, small businesses are destroyed by extortion demands,
and politicians are slow to act. For the average Salvadoran, they have no
power to change their own society. The country’s situation is insolvent.
Salvadorans are driven abroad by this combination of powerlessness and
danger.
Historically, the 3 million Salvadoran migrants have been classified as
economic migrants. The term refugee would be more correct, with its
connotations of fleeing from well-founded fears. Salvadorans seek to escape
systematic and targeted persecution. This persecution comes along two main
fronts. At home, they face the tyranny of gangs and a corrupt government, in
the midst of economic and environmental failure. When Salvadorans turn
abroad, they are persecuted by the multinational programs of human
trafficking, immigration, and asylum. Amidst the apathy, ignorance, and
animosity of foreigners, there are almost no members of the global
community that Salvadorans can look to.
Indeed, establishing Salvadorans as refugees is one of the primary
purposes of this essay. It is not sufficient to publicize or acknowledge the
suffering that is happening now in El Salvador without offering the
Salvadoran people some opportunity for escape. Keep this in mind as you
read the abuses directed at Salvadoran children or the grievances their
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parents face. Salvadorans, by the time they decide to abandon their
homeland, are refugees. They need and deserve asylum protections.
These are the two branches of our study of Salvadoran persecution:
domestic and international persecution. To complete our consideration of the
Salvadoran people, I will discuss a number of arguments and proposals
regarding the Salvadoran condition or, as Salvadorans themselves put it, la
situación del país.
What follows may be disturbing or traumatic at times. I do not bring up
such grotesque events lightly; I am no yellow journalist. For those who are
personally troubled by such things, as I have been, I have prepared Appendix
A.IV. The rest of Appendix A provides some autobiographical notes that may
be useful in understanding my experience, perspective, and biases. Appendix
B has additional information about gangs. This information is not necessarily
relevant to the issue of Salvadoran persecution but is useful for
understanding the gang phenomenon. Appendix C contains important data
collections and graphics, while Appendix D lists valuable sources that you
may turn to for further study.
Above all, as this essay begins, I invite you to consider what follows as
more than a story or some foreign affairs piece. Instead, consider the
experiences of the Salvadorans, their perspectives and trials. Holding those
experiences in mind, reflect on the sort of person you would have become had
you been born in El Salvador. Try to understand how this different
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circumstance of birth would have changed you and your family, what choices
you would and would not have. It is only in understanding Salvadorans that
we can hope to understand this American refugee crisis. So, please
remember: Salvadorans cannot be understood without taking in the
emotional context they live in.

II. Persecution in the Salvadoran Homeland
Salvadorans live only precariously in their homeland. It is a complex
situation that cannot be entirely captured in these pages. It is different for
every individual who lives through it. That being said, there are important
patterns that damage the whole of Salvadoran society. In general, small but
powerful subpopulations control Salvadoran affairs. In stable nations,
governments and social structures are designed to decrease the influence and
power of malicious individuals. In El Salvador, it is the opposite. On both a
federal and local level, El Salvador magnifies the impact of the worst
elements of Salvadoran society. Meanwhile, it negates and diminishes the
struggles of goodhearted Salvadorans. Violence has reached every corner of
Salvadoran society; there is no avoiding it.
The gangs MS-13 (la Mara Salvatrucha-13) and 18th Street (Barrio 18)
have made El Salvador a battleground. Both founded in Los Angeles,
California, they have sought each other’s destruction since the 90s. They
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brought their conflict to El Salvador just after the Civil War ended.2 Consider
the following event from 2010, as described in Ver, Oír, Callar by Juan José
Martínez d’Aubuisson about intergang conflict. After a string of violence
between MS-13 and 18th Street around the city Mejicanos, an overpacked
commuter bus traveling from MS-13 controlled territory was stopped in 18th
Street territory. 18th Street gangsters lit the bus on fire by dousing it with
gasoline, every person still inside. Anyone who tried to escape was shot.
Among the crowded passengers, there was a woman travelling with her two
young daughters. She was trapped, but desperation would not allow her
children to die with her. The type of bus she was trapped in has thick, plastic
windows. In an effort to free her daughters, this mother used her arms to
bash the hardened windows until the bones in her arms shattered. The
windows still intact, she continued to smash at the them with her broken
limbs until she opened a large enough hole for her children to escape through.
She let the youngest out first. After falling from the window, she was lucky in
that she was only shot through the leg in what proved to be a mostly
superficial injury. The older daughter was scarred across the face.
Throughout the entire process, from wielding broken arms as hammers, to
throwing her children to the mercy of the enemy outside, the mother was
burned alive. It is unclear when her eyes burned shut, after which she no
longer would have been able to tell what has happening.

2

See Appendix B.
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A lot has happened since that day. Since then, a leftist government
negotiated a truce between MS-13, 18th Street, and the police. The truce
brought the homicide rate down, but it left the gangs free to extort, recruit,
and organize with diminished fear of retaliation from police and rival gangs.
The unpopular truce was informally dissolved with the election of Salvador
Sánchez Cerén in 2014, who, despite belonging to the same party as his
predecessor, returned to battle with the gangs. The end of the truce marks
the beginning of the current era. The gangs had grown strong during
peacetime. Without the truce to keep them at bay, they unleashed a
bloodbath on each other and the Salvadoran population as a whole.
Homicides climbed by 70% between 2014 and 2015, to 104 homicides per
100,000 people (Lakhani). By contrast, the United States has 4.5 per
100,000,3 with our most violent city, St. Louis, clocking in under 60 per
100,000 (The Economist).4
Historically, the two organizations most responsible for the decay of
Salvadoran society are street gangs and the very government of El Salvador.
We will see this time and time again. However, this is not about the
persecutors, it is about the victims. Persecution in El Salvador, even if it
affects everyone, is committed along group lines. As such, we will study what
each of the following groups is required to endure. We will begin from the

3
4

See Appendix C.III.
See Appendix C.IV.
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bottom, with Salvadoran youth. More than any other group, the young people
of El Salvador are mercilessly targeted. It is so severe that the phrase ser
joven es crimen (to be young is a crime) is an axiom of Salvadoran life,
repeated daily while discussing the country’s condition.
Young Men
When a Salvadoran male leaves childhood, his world changes
immediately. Friends and acquaintances come to school making profane
gestures. They talk about crimes, drugs, and cruelty. They want him on their
side, while the other guys, the other gang, start to move on him too. He is
now under constant pressure to choose a side. If he does not choose one, he
will be persecuted for his neutrality. Many kids join gangs of their own will.
Where the gangs are strongest, gang life is the whole social scene.
Participation in gangs offers sex, power, independence, community, money,
protection, and drugs. Many join gangs just to receive some protection from
bullying. These are being offered to pubescent boys, whose alternative is an
derelict school system in a country with no global importance and no
economic prospects. Many of these boys have suffered neglect or abuse. They
may have been abandoned or their parents might be absent due to working
conditions (more on that later). This must be understood: Salvadoran boys
are not provided any viable paths for their lives. Many aspire to be doctors,
lawyers, or engineers. Yet, even if they resist all the pressures and beat the
odds in a broken system, there is nothing protecting them from being
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forcefully recruited into a gang. A young man might try to flee or accept being
murdered himself. That is why gang recruitment can include the torture,
rape, and murder of friends and family. It is one thing to accept pain for
himself to deny gangs. It is another thing entirely to see his family
slaughtered. Initiation practices vary, but they are usually a mixture of
beatings, hazing, or proving oneself by carrying out an assassination. Most
gangsters start as kids. They are gangsters, yes, but they should be
recognized for what they are: child soldiers, brainwashed, abused, and
pumped full of drugs.
Once they’ve become gang members, they are not getting out any time
soon.5 Exposure to gang culture eats away their spirits and leaves them
empty. They are forced to be victims, participants, and agents of heinous
crimes. They become hardened against empathy and human suffering. They
are under the imminent risk of jail time and death. They will never have a
chance to get an education. They will carry a criminal background forever,
whether or not the law prosecutes them. The mediocre job prospects available
to the Salvadoran man become even slimmer. Their lives are over, whether

It is true that people can leave gangs, but this depends on too many factors outside of the
person’s control. The acceptable justifications are having a child, joining a church, or getting
too old, but it requires permission of the local gang bosses. New members do not have enough
standing in a gang to request such luxuries. As such, this does not happen until one has been
in the gang for a number of years. In times of war, fierce competition, or uneasy peace, the
slim prospects for leaving are further limited by the fact that the gang bosses need all the
help they can get. These pressures also drive forced recruitment up.
5
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they chose to join the gang or not. Those that want to avoid gang life become
shut-ins.
Young Women
A young woman in El Salvador runs two risks: that of being a gangster
and that of being a gangster’s “girlfriend.” Girls aren’t pressured to be
gangsters to the same degree as the boys, but when a neighborhood’s power is
centered in the gangs, there are powerful incentives to join them, male or
female. Joining a gang involves all the normal atrocities associated with
initiation but, as a girl, her initiation is going to involve a good deal of sex
with other gangsters, consensual or not. A girl’s life ends upon joining the
gang, just the same as it does for the boys.
It is more common for a gangster to force a woman to be his “girlfriend.”6
This begins at a young age, sometimes before puberty. Gangsters don’t ask;
they demand. Refusing means that the girl will receive some variation or
combination of gang-rape, torture, and murder, as it is a matter of honor for
gangsters. The family often gets the same. Becoming a “girlfriend” also
means rape and abuse, but she will survive somewhat longer in the gang.
This is one of the leading causes of teenage pregnancy in El Salvador. It’s not
uncommon for girls to celebrate their 15th birthday as the mother of a child or
three. In addition to sexual slavery, the “girlfriend” must do favors for the

Even though context makes it clear that they are not really girlfriends, I cannot bring
myself to leave off the quotations, even if it would look cleaner or make for smoother reading.
The label is an abomination, a symbol of sexual slavery, pedophilia, and incredible cruelty.
6
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gangsters, like carrying drugs and messages, serving as sentries, or
conducting espionage and assassinations. If the “boyfriend” is jailed, she will
be obligated to go to the jail for spousal visits, to do with him what he
pleases. As a “girlfriend,” she is the gangster’s property and he can kill her if
he cares to. He takes it upon himself to punish and discipline her for any
deviation from his will. If she tries to free herself of his control, he will have
her killed as a matter of honor, even if he is in jail. Once gangs enter the life
of a young girl, every option ends in rape and imminent danger to the girls’
lives, even emigration. This is the sum of it all. Salvadoran girls are being
impaled on Morton’s Fork.7
In summary, Salvadoran gangs have created a generalized state of
violence. Violence is neither localized nor avoidable. The social project is in
shambles. Gang persecution is both indiscriminate and highly prejudiced.
Despite the chaotic appearance, there is reason to it all. In studying these
things, one arrives at an important conclusion: if these gangsters are
monsters, they are monsters because of their humanity, not in spite of it. 8

Morton’s Fork is a term derived from the practices of a taxman by the name of John
Morton. He believed that people who lived frugally should be charged high taxes because
they were savers. Those who lived lavishly should also be charged heavy taxes because they
had the money to spend. In such situations, all choices and conditions lead to the same, nasty
conclusion.
8 Refer to Appendix B.
7
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Youth in General
Because gangs are so pervasive, youth are brutally profiled. The state has
resorted to extrajudicial violence and taken a laissez-faire attitude towards
due process. Bloody suppression is the norm, beginning with the 2003 Mano
Dura (Iron Fist) and 2006 Super Mano Dura (Super Iron Fist) policies.9
Cases are mounting where clearly innocent individuals have been arrested,
tortured, or killed by police, on and off-duty. Again, ser joven es crimen, and
young people are being arrested and killed on spurious charges. Police have
also been documented killing suspected gangsters in cold blood, planting
firearms on the corpses, and claiming that the police were fired upon first.
Parents worry endlessly over the risks to their children, with good cause.
Many families don’t leave their front door for anything beyond essentials like
food and minimal business or work commitments. Many youth stop attending
school. On the way to the store, church, or school, a young person can be
forcefully recruited, beaten, or killed.
One could hope that, in a country where the youth face so many
challenges, there would be genuine investment in education. Suffice it to say
that there is not. El Salvador operates 6025 public schools, which cover 9 in
10 Salvadorans. Of these, 4475 (74%) have no internet access, 4928 (82%)
have no library, and 5666 (94%) have no space for laboratory experiments.

Super Mano Dura strengthened Mano Dura, even though the Mano Dura program had
already been declared unconstitutional under Salvadoran law.
9
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Teachers are inadequately prepared to teach their subjects and are often
forced to teach outside of their experience, all while lacking adequate
resources to teach properly. Curriculum is designed around rote
memorization, with little engaged learning or active teaching. The results are
clear: 60% of students drop out during the equivalent to middle and high
school. Educational outcomes, as measured by the PAES (Prueba de
Aprendizaje y Aptitudes para Egresados de Educación Media), have not made
any meaningful improvement since the Civil War (Picardo). High schools are
divided on gang lines and have gang slogans carved into the desks and walls.
Teachers do not have the power to prevent their classrooms from becoming
breeding grounds of violence and gang recruitment.
Children run up counts of dead family, friends, and neighbors. Children
and infants often get caught directly in gang violence, making infanticide

Newman 16
commonplace. Innocents are constantly killed in crossfires and escalating or
misplaced retributions.

“La Navidad de Samuel” was published under the column “La Mirada de
Otto” in El Faro after a 10-year-old was shot and killed last December. The
bullet is believed to have been fired by police special forces.

Salvadorans in General
Although youth are the focal point of the Salvadoran crisis, their seniors
are not spared. The government is barely functional, and gangs victimize
people of all ages. The government is obsessed with partisan politics and
cronyism. All the while, basic services decay. Infrastructure initiatives focus
on areas visited by foreigners. Areas designed for tourists and businessmen
are immediately recognizable because they are kept up in a normal manner.
El Salvador, after all, has the largest international airport in Central
America. By contrast, schools, roads, and other infrastructure is in a serious
state of neglect, like the highway between La Unión and San Miguel, where
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the sun has shattered the pavement and boulders litter the road. Residents
in one Usulután neighborhood I lived nearby tore up the streets to lay water
pipe on their own after being left waiting for too long without water access.
Urban neighborhoods can go a month or more without running water, during
which the residents are forced to pay water companies out of pocket to ship
water to the neighborhood in trucks and compete with their neighbors for a
portion of each limited shipment. Not all neighborhoods are at risk of
suffering these extended shortages, but few have consistent running water.
Most homes will only have running water for some hours of the day or a few
days a week.10
Health care is in an even worse state. Most Salvadorans can only access
the public health system, but services are severely limited. For example, I
was visiting a home in San Marcos when a woman suffered what was
probably a heart attack. We called emergency services immediately. The
response was that they could not send an ambulance to the neighborhood
because it was too dangerous. The woman was only taken to the hospital
because a neighbor had a truck he could spare. Similarly, I met a woman on
the bus between Quezaltepeque and Apopa. She was bleeding in several
places and had severe lacerations after having been hit by a car. She had no
way to get medical help except through the normal bus route which takes

Of the 10 houses I lived in, only 3 did not have regular water supply problems. Some
houses had water tanks and they all had pilas (large, concrete basins for storing water), but
even these would often run out.
10
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some 45 minutes of travel. Eyeglasses are rare and there are frequent charity
drives offering used glasses to the young and old. Mental illness is only rarely
diagnosed, and few have access to psychological services. Walking the streets,
one encounters many people who are genuinely insane. The same goes for
animals. In every poor neighborhood, one finds street dogs with cancerous
sores exposed to the open air, animals missing limbs, and animal corpses
decaying in the streets.
Compound this with the fact that the state has failed to protect legitimate
police, judges, lawyers, witnesses, and their families, and we have a
categorical failure of El Salvador’s security program. Police are also known to
participate in armed robberies.
For their part, gangs use several mechanisms to control Salvadoran
society. One such is necroviolence: violence committed against human
corpses. MS-13 in particular has received extra international press coverage
because so many of their crimes involve mutilating the bodies of their
victims. Necroviolence is symbolic. Although the subject is already dead,
necroviolence is directed at family, friends, and news outlets. Salvadoran
newspapers are perpetually headlined by corpses. Family and friends are
disturbed, not only by the murder itself, but the very state of the body.
Disappearances represent a special kind of necroviolence. They prevent
survivors from ever knowing the state of loved ones. As such, emotional
resolution and peace are impossible. In a religious and heavily Christian
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nation such as El Salvador, failure to recover the body has an extra impact. It
prevents the performance of funeral rites and religious obligations towards
the deceased. In this sense, it is a form of sacrilege. Mass graves are
constantly being unearthed by anthropologists, journalists, and investigators.
Some are remnants of the Civil War, but plenty are of recent date. 11 Murder
is a tool, a propaganda, used to intimidate, to send a message that a clean
death can’t communicate.
Gangs have incredible power over movement in general, not just public
transport. Freedom of movement does not exist. Gangsters are highly local
organizations and rely on information in their territory. Anyone who the
gangsters don’t recognize is under immediate suspicion. Strangers are
immediately interviewed. Gangs use the target’s legal ID, cell phone
information, text messages, etc., to determine their place of origin. They are
aided by the fact that the standard Salvadoran ID, called Documento Único
de Identidad or DUI, contains information on the owner’s address. Gangs also
perform strip searches or interrogations by torture if suspicions remain.
Those found to come from enemy gang territory, however distant, are usually
beaten for that fact alone. If there is evidence that they have even affiliated
with someone who is affiliated with a hostile gang, they may be severely

See chapter 3 of The Land of Open Graves by De León for a full development of the
necroviolence concept. He introduces the concept for his argument that the Border Patrol
commits a certain form of necroviolence against undocumented immigrants in the Sonoran
Desert. If his argument is true, there is necroviolent reciprocity between U.S. law
enforcement and Salvadoran gangs, which originated in U.S. undocumented immigrant
communities.
11
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beaten or killed, regardless of age or gender.12 There are virtually no
exceptions, even for medical and humanitarian services. The subject is
murdered if enemy tattoos are discovered or if they do not submit to
whatever inspection the gangsters deem appropriate (which may be as little
as failing to stop a car and turn off the headlights on entering a
neighborhood, while the gangsters identify the driver and occupants).
It should be noted that notions of crime gained from life in the United
States and other stable nations are absolutely inadequate to understand
street gangs as they now exist in El Salvador. The behavior and crimes are of
a fundamentally different nature. In stable nations, citizens faced with
violent crime can appeal to the law or to the legislature. Failing that, one can
almost always move from “the bad part of town” to a nicer neighborhood or
city. In El Salvador, unless one happens to be a member of the wealthy, there
is no “nice side of the tracks.”
Persecution by organizations, whether they be gangs or governments, is
hardly the entire picture. All the normal crimes are present and how:
pedophilia, kidnapping, discrimination (gender, orientation, religious, class,
education, etc.), femicide, domestic abuse. Femicide and domestic abuse are

This stems from gangs’ use of agents without gang ties. Anyone can spy for a gang,
regardless of age. Young women are also commonly employed to seduce enemy gangsters and
bait them into an assassination. These agents are usually forced into performing such tasks.
They are very skittish about it, too. Another missionary and I were helping a friend, in his
70s, turn up the volume and brightness of his barely usable cellphone. Because we were
facing the same general direction as some gangsters, this earned us some threats and a brief
but obnoxious interrogation. We were accused of taking photos of them. I’m quite sure that
phone couldn’t have produced a comprehensible image.
12
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particularly severe; El Salvador has the 3rd highest femicide rate in the world
at approximately 1 in 5000 women per year. Most of these are younger than
30. Only 5% of femicide investigates resulted in a conviction between 2013
and November 2016 (O’Toole). If a woman offends, rejects, or irritates a
gangster, she may be raped, tortured, and murdered, all at the discretion of
the gangster in question.
The adults are vulnerable to theft, extortion, threats, trauma, rape, and
murder, directed both at them and at their families. A threat against any
family member, young or old, is usually a threat against the entire family.
Growing up in such environments is toxic and depressing. Parents do what
they can to protect their children, psychologically and physically. Yet, when
the whole society is being overturned by violence, this is impossible.

Economic Persecution
So far, we have only spoken of the direct threats to Salvadorans’ health
and safety. There are, however, more issues at hand.
Worker exploitation is rampant. Minimum wage in El Salvador is daily,
which allows employers to work laborers as long as humanly possible without
extra compensation. Many require their employees to work every day of the
week. Once the workers reach exhaustion, they are fired and replaced by
another who will be treated identically. There is little to protect workers from
a business’ financial troubles, too, like a nurse I met who had not been paid
in 6 months. The hospital had told her that, if she were to quit, she would not
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receive any backpay for the time she had already worked. This figures into a
general pattern of disdain towards life. Salvadorans are exhausted and
dehumanized. Elderly people are regularly run over by buses, while the bus
workers themselves are absurdly overworked. Hiring discrimination is
rampant and people for disreputable neighborhoods will find it almost
impossible to get a job, locking them into these marginalized, violent
communities.
Nature has also produced its share of problems for Salvadorans. El
Salvador’s economy is largely dependent on agriculture and has been so
throughout its history. The fact that El Salvador has been facing a drought
for several years only aggravates an already difficult situation. Between
casual industrial pollution and drought, the heavily agricultural economy of
El Salvador would be in trouble, even without violence and corruption thrown
into the mix.
Gang control revolves around extortion, which becomes bloodshed when
someone fails to pay up. Whenever a family or local business begins to appear
successful, gangsters come in charging exorbitant rents and protection fees, if
they feel subtle. Most of the time, they issue direct demands for cash, usually
on a recurring basis and in amounts ranging from several hundred to several
thousand dollars. For comparison, Salvadoran minimum wage across
different industries is usually $200–300 a month.13 Most workers earn

13

El Salvador has used the US dollar since 2001.
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minimum wage or only marginally more. Some employers outright disregard
minimum wage laws. Gangsters hearing rumors that someone is saving
money up can bring someone under extortion. Failing to meet demands leads
to retribution in whatever style the local gangsters prefer. The gangs may
direct it at the boss. This might include death threats, robberies, beatings,
raping, and/or killing family. They will often target employees, who may or
may not be aware of the extortion. These employees, who have no choice and
little knowledge of these affairs, will be murdered during work hours, usually
in a visible area, like the front entrance. For the next few weeks, any
customer will be greeted at the door with the bloodstains left behind as a sign
to the community that the business has earned the ill-will of the gangs.14
Most of these businesses are small.
One of the most disruptive manifestations of this model is gang extortion
of the public transport system. All busing companies are forced to pay
monthly protection fees to the gangs. When the payments are unsatisfactory,
gangs will issue a moratorium on bus travel. On given days and in given
regions, any bus operating is threatened with being stopped and burned, with
its occupants slaughtered. These paros de buses have become quite common.
When they do happen, the majority of bus drivers go on strike. Very few
buses are out on the street. Only a handful of Salvadorans own private

I have vivid memories of such bloodstains. A worker was murdered on the front step of a
mill around the time I first arrived in Apopa. I would walk past them several times a day,
the mill being near our apartment, the chapel, and a shopping center.
14
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transport. When the buses stop running, the country comes to a halt, as
workers can’t travel to their workplaces, people cannot go to do business or
shopping, etc. Of the buses still on the streets, not all are attacked, but there
is always a number of massacres. Along the same lines, gangs have the power
to prohibit certain types or colors of clothing (usually based on gang
association), and impose curfews and días negros, days where anyone seen on
the streets will be shot on sight.
To be safe, one must live in an expensive neighborhood with the wealthy;
only they can buy real safety. For the rest, whether in city centers or in rural
hamlets, they live under the gangs’ yoke. It does not matter whether someone
is explicitly targeted by gangs or not. All who live in gang territory have
neighbors and friends who have been extorted and assassinated, if not within
the family. Direct threat or not, everyone is under gang tyranny. Foreign
visitors would also fall into this category. El Salvador’s politicians have made
huge efforts to prepare safe and modernized areas for tourists and
international businessmen.15 To put this into perspective, this does not reach
most of El Salvador’s population. Over 30% of El Salvador’s population is
officially classified as impoverished (earning less than $5.5/day) and 10%
extremely impoverished (less than $3.2/day). These percentages are only as

Despite the Salvadoran’s vested interest in protecting tourists, plenty still end up
dead. From 2010 to 2015, 38 US citizens were murdered (see Appendix C.III).
15

Newman 25
low as they are thanks to remittances coming from Salvadorans living abroad
(World Bank).

Persecution of Reformers
Those who try to improve things in El Salvador have little to no options.
Beyond violence, robbery is the norm of Salvadoran politics. Taxes, campaign
funds, international aid, all have been subject to fraud and embezzlement.
Every living Salvadoran president is under investigation for embezzlement,
including the sitting President Salvador Sánchez Cerén. The previous
president, Mauricio Funes, has received asylum from the Nicaraguan dictator
Ortega.16 Impunity has been the norm and these recent investigations only
make the smallest dent in that pattern. They do not reach the corruption,
bribery, and cronyism that pervade local and federal governments. Politicians
are so focused on self-enrichment that anyone who tries to enter politics
without that intent are almost sure to fail.
Political parties are overwhelmingly powerful in El Salvador. This has
allowed them to retain power through all the scandal surrounding their
corruption and negligence. Politicians affiliated with small or no parties are
heavily discriminated against. The year 2018 saw the election of the first
independent candidate to the Salvadoran legislature. He did not receive office
space to conduct his affairs for weeks after the Legislative Assembly had

This is the result of a happy accident. The Salvadoran Attorney General historically has
been a crony to the large parties. Due to political drama and incompetence, an Attorney
General was accidentally appointed who would actually do his job.
16
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convened. This has given political parties undisputed power over Salvadoran
politics. Any individual who violates party mantra is stripped of all political
efficacy. One cannot run for office, even at a local level, and hope to win with
a legitimate agenda.

A check for $570,805 tied to a secret expenses record held during the
ARENA presidencies. The secret record contains over $127 million in
covert payments that were made with public funds (Arauz et al.).
The actions of gangs do not exist in a vacuum. There is a larger nebula of
persecution aimed at Salvadorans. The government has almost totally
abdicated its responsibility towards its citizens. It creates conditions in which
the gangs can thrive. Government agents often consciously enable the gangs.
On top of that, El Salvador’s government is guilty of incredible abuse,
corruption, and criminal negligence. The first factor is the lack of adequate
response. The government has not risen to the challenge. Instead, it has used
it as fuel for the endless politicking between the dominant parties: ARENA,
the right-winged party descending from the wartime military government,
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and FMLN, the left-winged party formed after the war from a coalition of
communist guerrillas.
By way of example, the mayor of Apopa, a city of almost 170 thousand,
was arrested in 2018 for colluding with 18th Street. The mayor, José Elías
Hernández, received votes and intimidated enemies through the gangs. In
return, 18th Street received impunity, money, vehicles, and gasoline. Both
parties have the well-documented practice of buying gangsters’ votes; they’ve
become an important special interest group.

The 2016 arrest of Elías Hernández, former mayor of Apopa (Vásquez).
This story is not extraordinary. Gangs commit massacres and bombings in
broad daylight, enjoying near perfect impunity. It is in the light of incidents
such as these that the Salvadoran Constitutional Court reclassified gangs as
terrorist organizations.17 Gangs have seized control from the government.

17

Appendix C.III contains a letter from the US Embassy detailing a few of these actions.
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Police, judges, and prosecutors who attempt to combat them are under
constant threat and provided little to no protection. Police officers who are
identified as participating in arrest will often return home to find their
family slaughtered (for this cause, police often wear masks, something that
also enables corrupt police to act with impunity). A courthouse in Ilopango
has MS-13’s slogan graffitied by the entrance: Ver, oír y callar (Look, listen,
and shut up). It is a damning message to any would-be witness or trial
attendee. The government is totally incapable of identifying and arresting
those who murder in broad daylight, whether they be judges, tourists, or
impoverished farmers. It goes without saying that journalists, humanitarian
workers, and the like operate under similar threats and even less protection.
As the noncorrupt are either killed or forced out of their work, the corrupt

The MS-13 slogan graffitied across the entryway to a courthouse in
Ilopango. The slogan, “Ver, oír y callar si tu vida quieres gosar [sic],” can
be translated as “Look, listen, and shut up if you want to live” (Zablah).
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gradually begin to form larger and larger percentages of enforcement
agencies.
Citizens are not in a better position to defend themselves. On the one
hand, if a death results from self-defense, the victim will often be prosecuted.
On the other, weapon ownership in El Salvador is extremely limited in the
first place. Most who own weapons are themselves affiliated with the
government or the gangs, who run large arms trafficking operations.
Simultaneously, gangsters are well-organized in their communities and have
significant access to information. There have been frequent motions to form
neighborhood watches and similar organizations. Anyone tied to such efforts
receives death threats in short order. They receive at most a few days to leave
town. Those who ignore such threats are murdered. If they leave, they
become refugees in their own country. This usually means resettling in some
unknown city in an unknown neighborhood, which, if it is in El Salvador, will
still be gang-controlled. Out of 262 municipalities in El Salvador, MS-13
alone is known to operate in 248 (Whelan). On top of this, they lose any
belongings left behind, including the home. The exception are the wealthy,
who can afford to pay private security enough to outweigh gang intimidation
or bribery. When normal citizens contract guards, the guards are usually
cowed into playing by the gangs’ rules.
This is just the beginning of gang violence. They commit terrorist acts and
threaten or murder any threat to their power. However, they do more than
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persecute rivals. They have many mechanisms of control, which allow the
gangs to be the de facto rulers over wide swathes of the country. The
government can and does make regular shows of force (whether it be
deploying soldiers, tanks, or large police patrols) to insist that it is still in
control. Nonetheless, on the ground and from day to day, the gangsters are
the ones who give most of the orders. When gunfire starts, police patrols will
usually turn the other way and only intervene to count bodies.
Some final notes: human rights are an uncertain privilege for
Salvadorans. In no way are they guaranteed. In their unpredictable fashion,
the gangs violate the rights of whomever they will. It depends on the whim of
the local gangsters. The best thing to do is avoid them, but as has been said,
all that’s needed is resembling, being seen with or associating with the wrong
person, or a case of bad luck. By my estimation, gangsters habitually violate
26 of the 37 rights enumerated in the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights, with 35 being violated across all sources (see Appendix C.I).
We have already seen the situation of the Salvadorans. Uncontrollably,
unjustifiably, and universally, they are the victims of gangsters. Although not
all Salvadorans have been threatened, all Salvadorans live under the implicit
threat and domination of the gangs. Let us consider the classes of people that
the gangs persecute. They are the poor, the prosperous, those with merely the
appearance of prosperity, those with any property, women (especially
attractive ones), young men, neighborhood organizations, police, judges,
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anyone who could be a threat, and people who just want to go where they
want, people who defend themselves, that don’t want to be gangsters. It’s
difficult to not be targeted. It’s not crime as the developed world knows it. It
reaches deeper. Gangs replace government in many places. It is too often the
rule of the strongest, when every neighborhood has its own strongman. The
universality of threat and discrimination has induced massive emigration,
most of it unauthorized and unaccepted by the receiving nations. It is under
this context that Salvadorans have chosen the devils they do not know abroad
to the devils they know at home.

III. Persecution Abroad
The previously described conditions drive Salvadorans to flee their home
country. Whatever the reason, be it government, gang, or otherwise, many
leave under penalty of death or torture. As hard as conditions are in El
Salvador, turning abroad is itself dangerous.
The perils that these migrants face during their travels are wellestablished, especially those facing undocumented immigrants. I will only
provide a brief sketch of the issue and invite the curious reader to turn to
others who have made this their main focus, in journalism, academia, and
otherwise. Others have covered this extensively and Appendix D provides
some suggestions for further reading.
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Salvadorans as Refugees
A refugee, after the Second World War, was defined by the United Nations
as a person that “owing to well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons
of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group or
political opinion, is outside the country of his nationality” (Convention and
Protocol 14). The definition emphasizes that the refugee should be a member
of some group targeted for discrimination. Refugees have access to asylum,
and the ability to seek asylum is also a right protected by the United Nations.
One cannot receive asylum if they are fleeing legitimate criminal accusations.
Under the Immigration and Nationality Act, the definition of a refugee in
the US follows that of the United Nations. However, the precedent in US
asylum courts has created a strong bias against those who are not fleeing
state persecution, as expressed by former Attorney General Jeff Sessions.
This expectation is unrealistic. Gangs are a different class of organization
compared to tyrannies and terrorist groups, but this does not mean they are
incapable of overthrowing civilization. They target men, women, and children
throughout their webs of influence, even beyond the borders of El Salvador.
Salvadoran citizens have credible fear of being targeted by gangs, or even
the government. The fear consists of all kinds of threats, ranging from
enslavement to murder. The effects of violence are disproportionately felt by
the poor, and persecution has adapted itself to attack most Salvadorans. As
such, Salvadorans in general have a viable need for asylum.

Newman 33

Facebook messages from a gangster
to a Salvadoran family, after the
family had fled to Mexico.
Translation, from the New York
Times: “We know where you are
with your bitch and your kids. We
sent the homeboys there, traitor.
You understand, for not giving us
the money, you four are dead.”
Then, “Look faggot, you left with the
bullshit that you were going to send
money back. You can’t play around
with the neighborhood.” (Kristof).

The United States and Asylum for Salvadorans
El Salvador does not have a long history of emigration. The modern
Salvadoran exodus began with the Civil War in the 1980s and has seen about
a third of the population flee the country (El Heraldo). Because El Salvador
has been in some form of turmoil or another since the 1980s, the outflow of
people has been consistent, surging in times of special crisis.
The United States has been the natural choice for Salvadoran emigrants.
Especially during the regional turbulence of the 80s, the United States was
one of a small number of advanced nations with large Spanish-speaking
populations. Because there was so little emigration previously, there were no
expat communities for Salvadorans to rely on. They mostly settled in places
with large Spanish-speaking communities, despite the racism Salvadorans
faced from these other groups. This first wave of Salvadoran refugees was
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characterized as illegal immigrants.18 This only changed thanks to a
settlement in the case American Baptist Churches v Thornburg (1991), which
required the government to rehear asylum applications by Salvadorans filed
before January 1995. Suffice it to say that there is no comparable settlement
for modern Salvadoran refugees. Since the case was resolved only in 1991,
after El Salvador had been in a civil war for eleven years, far fewer
Salvadorans benefited from the policy.
The current wave began in 2014 due to the spike in gang violence.
Salvadoran refugees, this time around, have faced greater opposition. The
United States-Mexico border became much more dangerous and militarized
in the post-9/11 environment. The United States remains a top choice for
Salvadorans because so many Salvadorans have family there and it remains
more stable than options like Mexico. However, other factors have worked to
make asylum for Salvadorans almost impossible. On the one hand, United
States asylum law prefers asylum seekers to be fleeing a government. For
those who are unfamiliar, it may not seem like people fleeing gangs should be
treated the same as those fleeing tyrannical governments. However, fleeing
from terrorist organizations is far less controversial and Salvadoran gangs
have a comparable effect on El Salvador. From 2008–2010, Salvadoran
asylum applicants were the most likely to be rejected of any nationality at a

The United States supported El Salvador’s military government against the communist
rebels as a part of its anticommunism containment policy. Since the military government’s
numerous human rights abuses produced a sizable percentage of these refugees, it is not
surprising that the United States failed to recognize Salvadorans’ need for asylum.
18
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rejection rate of 90% (almost tripling rejection rates for Iran and China and
almost doubling Colombia’s, see Appendix C.II).
After the 2014 surge in Salvadoran immigrants arriving at the United
States border, the Obama Administration formed a pact with the Peña Nieto
administration in Mexico in which Mexico would serve as the frontlines in
stopping Central American migration. In the United States, 3% of underage
immigrants are deported, in contrast to the 77% that are deported from
Mexico. In consequence, 2015 was the first year Mexico deported more people
than the United States. In 2014, 72,000 were deported, an exponential
increase since 2010 (Villegas and Rietig). Less than 1% of youths receive
protection or asylum in Mexico (Human Rights Watch). From 2013 to 2015,
the number of people from Guatemala, Honduras, and El Salvador seeking
asylum increased by 164% in Mexico (the number of Salvadorans grew 400%),
176% in Costa Rica (the majority again from El Salvador) and 250% in the
United States (Sturm).
On applying for asylum in the United States, the average wait time is two
years with a backlog of half a million cases (Burnett). The Obama
Administration accelerated some asylum cases, shown in how 82% of women
seeking asylum for reasonable fear of persecution were allowed to continue in
their petition (The Guardian), but even in cases accelerated by the Obama
administration, in which children and women are involved, 9 in 10 petitions
by Salvadorans were rejected, almost triple the rate of countries such as Iran.
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According to the Department of Justice, 60% of all cases, from July 2014 to
December 2015, that involved women and children were rejected (Peralta).
The law and these realities do not reflect the danger and the urgency that the
migrants face, either at home or during travel to the United States. The
majority of Salvadorans are unaware that asylum is even an option. The
United States funds publicity campaigns in El Salvador to discourage
emigration, speaking to the dangers along the path through Mexico to the
United States.
For its part, the Trump Administration has ramped up cruelty towards
Salvadoran asylum seekers. Families have been separated en masse and
infants are forced to defend themselves in court, without proper legal
representation. Courts do not receive enough resources or manpower to
process asylum applications and judges are constantly being rotated in and
out, preventing them from getting a proper handle on the situation. The fact
that the United States made no effort to prepare the asylum system for the
arrival of several Central American refugee caravans over the past few
months is absurd. Instead of preparing for an emergency, the Administration
opted to wait until the caravans arrived at the border and tell the thousands
of caravan members to wait indefinitely in Mexico (a non-consenting foreign
state) while they processed a mere 50 asylum applications a day. This is on
top of efforts to make the already rigorous asylum process less accessible,
such as denying asylum to those who enter outside designated points of
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entry. Those caught in the US asylum application process are left out to dry.
Those who do make it into the United States are persecuted as all
undocumented immigrants are. They are often exploited as laborers, made
victims of racism, and suffer constant fear of deportation. Even things so
simple as winter are incredibly harsh on Salvadoran immigrants, who, being
impoverished and often homeless, have no way to handle the cold.19

Mexico, the Journey and its Dangers
The United States is the focal point of Salvadoran immigration, but it is
not even half the story. Every Salvadoran who arrives to the United States
does so as the culmination of a journey that lasts months. While some
Mexicans view Central American immigrants compassionately, there is
widespread antagonism towards them. Mexican security forces are guilty of
well-documented abuses of immigrants, including torture, kidnapping, rape,
and murder.
On top of persecution by the Mexican government, drug cartels, gangs,
human traffickers, and slavers all prey on Central American immigrants.
Many are kidnapped either to ransom them to their family or force them into
drug running, prostitution, or the like. Traffickers will extract labor from
migrants, leave them in captivity for months, and force them to travel while

I came to know of several Salvadorans who self-deported during their first winter in
the United States. The winter can be hard, even with warm houses and thick clothing.
Lacking these resources, winter is lethal.
19
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sick (including forcing them to travel by foot without sufficient food or water
and even seriously ill through lethal areas like the Sonoran Desert). The
majority of women are raped. Low estimates come in at 60%, though many
put it around 80% (Amnesty International). Children witness rapes or are
raped themselves, maimed, beaten, kidnapped, etc. Migrants are constantly
disappearing. Those disappearances are never investigated. Their corpses are
almost never found, and corpses that are found are almost never identified.
Abroad, Salvadorans are regarded as solely immigrants. There is little to
no awareness of what they are fleeing. They’re trying to figure things out
when everyone treats them as undesirable. They know that they are
irrelevant to the world scene.20 That is in itself dehumanization.

IV. Proposals
Cultural, social, and political action is urgently needed. None of them are
sufficient alone. The laws in North and South America should be remade to
reflect the risks these migrants suffer. This is not to say that all should be
accepted, because there are criminals, gangsters, and drug traffickers, but
ignoring that the majority are already victims of those same malevolent
people is inhuman. More and better courts are needed to consider
applications for asylum. Many now considered illegal immigrants deserve a

The journalists of El Faro captured it in the title of a book they published recently:
Cuentos desde una región que no cuenta (Stories from a region that doesn’t count).
20
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new analysis of their condition. More than anything, they need a refuge, a
place to which they can flee, where they can work and learn in safety and
with their whole family. Refuge should be accessible to the poorest refugees,
without requiring them to separate their families or face so much risk to their
lives. This can be in Mexico, Costa Rica, or elsewhere but the majority of
migrants already live or desire to live in the United States, the center of
power and the most stable country they have access to. Protection is
necessary until the gangs are overcome. With active international help, El
Salvador can free itself from the plague that has beset it. Until then,
Salvadorans suffer this ruinous burden. They did not choose to be victims.
Without help, many will be made victims as long as they live. We decide if
they will receive the help they deserve. When migrants arrive at our borders,
we can offer them liberty or consign them to dehumanization.

Common Arguments
What follows are responses to a few of the most common proposals or
claims regarding Salvadoran immigrants. Some, like the proposal to kill all
the gangsters, is common both in El Salvador and with outside observers.
Others are concerns for the countries that Salvadorans settle in.
Kill the gangsters: The plan is simple, common, and appears to attack the
problem directly. However, the situation is not so simple. First, gang
membership is not always obvious. There are people who are clearly
gangsters and clearly not, but there are also many Salvadorans that are
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harder to place, due to business, political, friend, or family connections. The
two largest gangs are believed to employ around 60,000 people as agents,
whereas the two largest companies in El Salvador only employ 20,000 people
(Whelan). In 2013, it was estimated that there were 30,000 gang members
and that gang affiliates, that is, family and friends, were about 500,000 in
number, a 194% increase from 2012. That was 11% of the whole population,
one person in nine (Santos). Further, many gangsters are nothing more than
child soldiers, conscripts. It does not seem right to punish those who did not
choose to become gangsters as if they had made such a choice. Even for those
that joined gangs willingly, gangs are always running propaganda through
minors. These children, with poor education and life prospects, living in
dysfunctional communities, are not prepared to resist gang propaganda and
recruitment. They must be understood in this emotional context. Gang life is
easy to romanticize when all the bigger kids are involved. Many of these
children come from broken families and homes. Even those that do not
experience that all around them, living in a society that is falling apart. It is
hard for Salvadoran children to imagine what it would be like to grow up to
be anything but a menial laborer as an adult, if they can imagine surviving
that long in the first place. With so few options before them, gang
membership can seem extremely rational. Gang membership does provide a
sense of meaning and identity, even if it is nasty and violent. It is, in a
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limited emotional sense, like joining a neighborhood watch or regional
militia. These kids are taking what is usually the only life offered them.

Salvadoran armed forces searching for 18th Street gangsters in
2016 (El Faro and AFP).
Second, there is no reliable enforcement body that could carry out a war
on gangs. Extrajudicial killings and failure of due process are already a
serious problem in El Salvador. A policy of extermination will not help.
Rather, it has not worked for the past decade. It is the fundamental spirit of
the Mano Dura and Súper Mano Dura policies, which have been in place
since the early 2000s. Gangsters have been killed, but it has fueled societywide violence and cycles of revenge. The victims and their associates
(whether justly targeted or innocent) feel increased anger at an already hated
government. The violence itself pushes people into the gangs. In summary,

Newman 42
not only has the “gangster extermination” solution already failed, but it is
only worsening the situation. This is, of course, assuming that the
government would ever muster the manpower to carry out a war of
extermination.
The high levels of crime suggest that Salvadorans are generally
corrupt/it’s their own fault: This sort of argument is usually focused on
denying Salvadorans asylum or foreign aid. The flaw here is that El Salvador
has a normal number of truly or naturally corrupt people. However, they are
in positions of power that grant them undue influence over the rest of
Salvadoran society. The worst parts of Salvadoran society have a historically
privileged position.
The Salvadoran people are, in the majority, an open and caring people.
Many Salvadorans are proof of the fact that good people can find a form of
happiness even under hellish conditions. They are genuinely trying their
best. Consider those who go abroad. The undocumented immigrants
representing El Salvador are real go-getters, making one of the most perilous
journeys this world has to offer. They are resourceful, faithful, and navigate
dangerous, international networks, often with little to no literacy (consider
the Maya immigrants who speak only poor Spanish as they emigrate from
Yucatán and Guatemala).
Salvadoran immigrants cannot be judged for their poverty. They have
been born and raised in such hostile and prejudiced conditions that we cannot
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know what they would produce had they received favorable conditions of
education, economy, and nationality. Being poor is not bad.
Things will improve on their own/Things are improving/We should focus
on improving El Salvador rather than the refugee situation: Momentary
trends in gang violence do not provide much information. It fluctuates.
Current homicide levels are much lower than in 2015. However, even half of
105 homicides per 100,000 people is severe.
The fundamental issues are unchanged. The economics, the society-wide
trauma, the corruption, it is all still there. Violence has slowed down as it
does in any conflict. The highest rates of violence represent bursts of action
and hatred. They are not and were not sustainable. As such, the current rate
of violence should be understood as a stable form of violence. It has been
much more consistent over the past few years, but by no means is it mild. El
Salvador, as a whole, is still more violent than the most violent pockets in the
entire United States. El Salvador’s crisis is not passing or fading away. There
was an upswing in violence during January, as the gangs always step up
violence before elections to influence the outcomes. Violence has slowed down
in February, as everyone, including the gangs, is waiting to see what will
come with the newly elected President. Because these problems are so
established, we cannot expect conditions to improve in El Salvador until a
sustained and concentrated effort is made to purify the source of these issues.
Until such an effort exists, any year could be as violent or worse than 2015.
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Illegal immigration is illegal. Those who attempt to enter the country
illegally do not deserve special treatment: Shifting gears from internal
Salvadoran issues, there are a number of legitimate questions regarding how
foreign countries, especially the US, should respond to the Salvadoran crisis.
An enormous portion of Salvadorans enter the US illegally, but the illegality
of their action must not be taken in isolation. As explored earlier, the US
immigration system does not make legal immigration viable to Salvadorans
and casually refuses their petitions for asylum. Thus, when Salvadorans are
forced to migrate, illegal immigration becomes the only option.
Sovereignty issues: Immigration can be a threat to national identity and
sovereignty, depending on how it is handled. It is important to remember,
however, that Salvadorans seeking asylum represent no sovereign nation. To
be a refugee is to be, in effect, stateless. When Salvadorans come, even in
large groups, the only political and cultural power they represent is
themselves, as individuals. They are not colonizers, spies, or diplomats. They
are not agents of the Salvadoran government or any other. Being stateless,
refugees add to the power of a recipient nation, so long as that nation helps
the refugees see themselves as a part of their new homeland. So long as we
do not treat refugees like a foreign threat to sovereignty, they will not
constitute a threat to sovereignty.21

Tato Laviera, a Puerto Rican immigrant to the US, put this beautifully in his poem
“AmeRícan.” While not all immigrants share the same sentiments, immigrants who know
that the host culture is open to them almost always reciprocate.
21
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In contrast, when their legitimate asylum claims are rejected,
Salvadorans are further reinforced in their experience that the government is
the enemy of the individual. This is their experience in El Salvador, where
the state is parasitic and exploitative. To the degree that other governments
treat them the same, they are primed to treat all legal officers as corrupt and
untrustworthy. The US must model good governance to refugees and to its
citizens. Otherwise, why should we expect these people to obey immigration
laws when the laws of every country they have known have only existed to
take advantage of them?
What do we owe immigrants? Why should we spend so much energy on
them?: A simple and common argument on this issue runs as follows. The
modern economy is dependent on cheap labor that they provide. First-world
quality of life is sustained by them working overtime with meager wages. Our
own work allows us to obtain what we can because of their blood and
sacrifice. We owe our comfort and stability to impoverished immigrants and
exploited workers the world over. At the very minimum, that places us under
a debt to them.
This is purely economic and self-interested. There is more to this than
that. US policy for decades has been responsible for worsening conditions in
El Salvador. During their Civil War, the US funded the military government,
provided weapons, and carried out intelligence missions on their behalf. This
was done in spite of the fact that evidence of the Salvadoran military’s war
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crimes was mounting, after the rape and assassination of four US Catholic
missionaries, the murder of the archbishop of San Salvador, indiscriminate
firebombing of civilian populations, and the direct slaughter of several
innocent communities throughout the country. The most notorious of these,
the massacre at El Mozote, saw Salvadoran special forces trained by the US
slaughtered a village that had been promised protection by the very same
government. Around 1000 people are known to have been killed in the
massacre, with over 500 of them being children. The few survivors reported
the mass rape of the girls and women and the brutal killings of infants and
children. As another example of impunity, no one has ever answered before
the law for what happened at El Mozote (Rauda).22
Furthermore, both MS-13 and 18th Street were founded in Los Angeles. El
Salvador had no history of gang violence before the Civil War. The formation
of these gangs stems from the fact that war refugees were refused asylum
everywhere they went. Those refugees who settled in Los Angeles were
immediately set upon by the city’s violent underground. There was no
preexisting Salvadoran community in the US at the time, so the arrival of
Salvadorans with their unusual accents and culture earned them the enmity
of the racialized gangs already extant in Los Angeles. Because these refugees’

Elliott Abrams, who was recently appointed to be the US Special Representative for
Venezuela, also happens to be one of the original advocates for supporting El Salvador’s
military government. He vehemently denied the existence of the El Mozote massacre
throughout the war and played a role in coverups with US media of the assassinations of the
American nuns and other war crimes (Bonner 2019).
22
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presence in the country was unauthorized, they could not appeal to the police
for defense. They could only defend themselves. Thus, Salvadorans flocked to
the 18th Street Gang, which allowed people of all nationalities to join and also
formed MS-13.

Members of Western Locos de la Mara Salvatrucha Stoners, a
group of rock fans, taken in Los Angeles during the 1980s. The
group would later become MS-13 (Martínez).
It does not stop there. MS-13 was a weak gang at its inception. They were
a bunch of upstarts in a hostile community with little to no resources. This
only changed with the incorporation of one man into its leadership: Ernesto
Deras, also known as “El Satán.” Deras was a former member of the
Salvadoran special forces and, like the rest of them, had been trained by the
Green Berets. He introduced military-style discipline, logistics, and training
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to MS-13. The knowledge of the Green Berets is what infused MS-13 with its
modern structure and power (Martínez 2012).
When the Civil War drew to a close, the UN-brokered peace treaty
between the government and the communists required the formation of a new
police force entirely from scratch. The government’s security forces had been
tainted by human rights violations. However, the military government still
controlled the Presidency and Legislature after the war. They had no interest
in rebuilding a police force when they already had total control over the
present system. They dragged their feet for years, during which El Salvador
had no organized police force. When the new police force was formed, it
received an infusion of former soldiers, some with known war crimes, in
direct violation of the peace treaty. This was the state of El Salvador when
the US started deporting gangsters en masse from Los Angeles to their
former homes. These people, now fully indoctrinated with the Los Angeles
gang culture, arrived home to a country without a police force and with
massive amounts of uncontrolled weapons left over from the Civil War. The
gangs flourished and made arms trafficking one of their primary businesses.
The US only waited for the Civil War to end to deport gangsters that our own
culture formed. It did not wait for El Salvador to be a functioning society
(Wade).
In conclusion, the US is not innocent with respect to El Salvador.
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Security issues: With respect to border wall proposals, they are altogether
counterproductive. The people who present the most risk to the border,
cartels, gangs, and traffickers, already have the resources to circumvent a
wall. The only ones who do not are poor migrants and refugees. As the border
becomes more and more militarized, power in the border region becomes
more and more concentrated in these criminal organizations who have the
resources to negate US border enforcement. This creates a vicious cycle
where refugees, because they have no other viable option, are forced to rely
even more on these criminal elements.
With respect to criminals in general, it is true that the US has a vested
interest in keeping criminals out. The asylum process, even if it were more
forgiving to Salvadorans, would be more than capable of weeding criminals
out in most cases. Factoring in how capable the US’ law enforcement
programs are, what criminals do make it into the country are much more
likely to be brought to justice here than in Mexico or El Salvador.
Second, as the act itself of undocumented immigration is treated
increasingly as a serious crime, it makes even less sense to differentiate
between criminal and noncriminal undocumented migrants. When an illegal
border crossing is considered worthy of similar punishments as theft, rape, or
murder, then the criminal/noncriminal distinction is meaningless.
Undocumented immigrants are treated as serious criminals merely for
crossing an invisible line in the sand without getting all the necessary
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clearance. There is no reason for it to be treated as something that must be
punished severely in every case. The vast majority of undocumented
immigrants could be safely naturalized while they live in the US.
Immigration Law is not intuitive, even for people in the US and fluent in
English. Expecting foreigners to know it, many of whom lack access to
internet, email, and the like is absurd. Some migrants, like those coming
from Yucatán and Guatemala, do not even speak Spanish, being Maya. Even
college-educated immigrants have difficulty navigation US immigration law.
The fact that refugees and poor migrants do not have access to legal counsel
only guarantees that they will fail to make it through the immigration
system.
Why should Salvadorans come to the United States? Why not just spend
our energy on fixing things in El Salvador: To be certain, any genuine help to
El Salvador from the international community would be appreciated.
Nonetheless, the humanitarian crisis in El Salvador is the consequence of
decades of neglect by the international community and their own politicians.
Even if we were to wake up tomorrow and find a unanimous desire to help El
Salvador the world over, it will take years to restore Salvadoran society and
law. Furthermore, no amount of aid intended to stabilize El Salvador itself
will help those who have already been displaced and traumatized by the past
decades of crisis. A plan to fix El Salvador in the future cannot ignore the
Salvadorans who have already been victimized. We do not know how many
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millions already live in the United States or wait at our borders. It is believed
that there are at least 2.6 million already in the country (El Heraldo). Fixing
El Salvador down the road does nothing to protect these people from
exploitation, nor does it help them find and establish safe communities.
Union concerns: Seeing as unions are meant to represent the common
people’s fundamental right to dignity as humans, unions cannot ignore people
who have been deprived of human dignity on the grounds that they are not of
the correct nationality. Such a thing is absurd, coming from the same spirit
that made the formation of unions necessary. It is treating people as trash.
Unions should also consider the long and storied tradition of Latin American
unionization. They may find effective and valiant allies.

Proposals
I do not pretend to know the solution to El Salvador’s problems. This does
not mean there are not concrete ways to improve. Current approaches to
immigration fail in this respect: true and total border control is not possible.
It is a farce. Border security can be increased, it is true, but it cannot be
perfected. There comes a juncture when increases in security compromise the
ability of worthy immigrants to enter and incorporate into a nation. I suspect
we passed that point a long time ago, if we did not pass it with the passage of
the first immigration laws. Undocumented immigration is unavoidable. The
world is not going to run out of refugees, starving and impoverished people.
As long as conditions outside of the US are sufficiently desperate, and they
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are, the barriers erected to keep desperate people out will either fail or
victimize the refugees of all stripes and colors. Refugees, Salvadoran or not,
are among the most thoroughly victimized peoples of the Earth. Closing the
border or creating amnesty programs will not change this.
The answer is not to eliminate undocumented immigration, but plan for it.
There should be a system in place to allow undocumented immigrants to
prove themselves, to self-sort, to enter the country and respect the conditions
that brought them here without requiring special legislative or executive
carveouts to existing immigration legislation.
I propose the formation of designated open border cities, where people of
any nationality would be allowed to reside. There would be strict, not harsh,
policing to prevent exploitation of the people and swiftly identify immigrants
who will not accept the laws of the US. Residents would be gradually
approved for naturalization, as they accustom themselves to US society. By
concentrating them in a small number of cities, it makes it much easier to
educate immigrants on US law and culture, so that they can adjust well.
When there is a place for undocumented immigrants to legally live,
undocumented immigrants who refuse to participate in the process would be
more genuinely deserving of suspect than they are now. Furthermore, it
allows for the formation of international communities whose members could
guide recently arrived immigrants through the transition process. By being
surrounded by immigrants who have already made the transition, new
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immigrants can be comforted through the inevitable difficulties of legal and
cultural transition.
More simply, we must stand up for refugees, Salvadoran or otherwise. We
must be kinder to all those we interact with. We do not want our society to be
overwhelmed with violence and hatred. Salvadorans know what it feels like
to live in such a country. By blessing them and each other, we can guarantee
that such terror will never come to pass here.
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Appendix A: Autobiographical notes
I. Being a Missionary in El Salvador
After my freshman year in college, I applied to work as a volunteer
missionary for the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints. Applicants
are assigned a field of work from Church offices. I was assigned to the El
Salvador, San Salvador East mission. It covers roughly

2
3

of the country,

starting from the suburbs of San Salvador on the eastern perimeter.
These missions are more focused on individuals than other charitable
ventures. Rather than focusing on high-level change and reform, missionaries
meet with families and individuals in their homes (or other appropriate
places). Naturally, missionaries’ primary duty is proselyting and providing
meaningful religious experiences to people, regardless of their faith. This
does not mean our activity is limited solely to spiritual ventures, as
missionaries also try to bless families with whatever services or aid the
family asks for (barring things like taking jobs, psychotherapy, adoption
coordination, immigration help, etc., all of which were legally problematic or
beyond our level of training). The Church operates missions in areas with
sufficient religious freedom. They exist across the Americas, Europe, Asia,
Africa, and Oceania. Missionaries do not choose the location of their mission
when volunteering and are assigned based on need. Young men serve
continuously for two years, while young women serve for 18 months.
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I did not choose to serve in El Salvador, but it felt good to me. My father
and older brother had both served as missionaries in Mexico. My family all
grew up in Southern California, and my mother being raised only a few miles
from the southern border. I had taken Spanish courses throughout high
school.
Being a missionary in any country provides an excellent position to get to
know people. In El Salvador, we missionaries had unusual advantages that
gave us a unique position in Salvadoran society. We were given license to
move with almost total freedom. Unlike everyone else in the country,
including humanitarian aid workers, we were allowed to cross most gang
lines freely without getting into problems with gangsters or police. We would
learn which areas to avoid after dark. Sometimes local gang leadership would
prevent us from entering specific neighborhoods, but no one else had as much
freedom to move and operate as we did in El Salvador. To maintain this level
of access, we avoided contact with police and gangsters as much as possible.
Although we were usually treated with deference, there were a number of
incidents involving missionaries, like brief kidnappings, death threats,
robberies, and a nasty incident where gangsters stole nametags from
missionaries, dressed like us, and crossed gang lines and shot someone up. I
served near this area and we worked hard to make it as obvious as possible
that we were not gang affiliated after this point, using transparent backpacks
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or small handbags and only wearing short-sleeved shirts, which couldn’t hide
arm tattoos.
Here are two episodes that might illuminate our condition. One night,
when I lived in Usulután, the power went out across our sector of the city. My
companion and I immediately started moving towards home, since unlit
streets were too dangerous at night. We had to pass by a gang post on our
way home. If I recall correctly, it belonged to MS-13. As we hurried past, the
gangsters on station shouted to us: “Ey, mormones. ¡no se preocupen, os
cuidamos!” That roughly means, “Hey Mormons! Don’t worry, we’re taking
care of you!” By contrast, when I lived in Soyapango, we had a missionary
who always looked angry (it was just his face, as he was a rather nice guy).
He and his companion worked in the area where the people dressed as
missionaries had carried out an assassination. Suffice it to say, their lives
were regularly endangered because gangsters always thought the angrylooking missionary was looking at them the wrong way. In many of my areas,
gangsters would briefly interrogate me or my companion when we first
appeared, but I never had any of these episodes turn out poorly.
When I first arrived in Usulután, the truce between the gangs was only
beginning to fall apart. As the gang wars became more and more intense, the
gangs became less amicable and much more dangerous. After I left, Usulután
and the entire surrounding region fell into a state of incredible violence and
instability.

Newman 60
Along with this unusual access, we often found ourselves in an observer
role. Most of us were foreigners who were not involved with local politics or
violence, which made us quite the exception. We were limited in the fact that
we didn’t read the news, but we only would have had access to some rather
lowbrow newspapers, whose front covers alternated between graphic
depictions of murders and soft porn.

II. My Experiences
I lived in El Salvador continuously from the spring of 2014 until the
spring of 2016. During those two years, I lived in Usulután, San Marcos,
Soyapango, Apopa, and Cuscatancingo. Usulután has suffered from serious
economic decline and is one of the focal points of violence in the eastern
portion of the country. San Marcos lies just south of El Salvador and was the
least violent area I worked in, but that does not mean much. It is somewhat
more prosperous than the other areas I served in. Soyapango lies to the east
of San Salvador. Apopa and Cuscatancingo, for their part, are contiguous
cities to the north of San Salvador. Apopa, Soyapango, and the surrounding
areas are among the most damaged and violent communities in the country.
It was my fortune to serve in some infamously dangerous parts of El
Salvador.
For a time, I worked as a secretary in the mission offices. As our office was
in San Salvador, close to the plaza El Salvador del Mundo, I got to know the
capital much better. In this function, I had occasion to see places I never
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would have visited otherwise: Santa Tecla, Aguilares, Chalatenango,
Zacatecoluca, Jiquilisco, La Unión. It also allowed me to experience the
country as a nation (most of our experiences as missionaries were highly
intimate and localized encounters of very small spaces). I owe what I know of
Salvadoran streets to this time: traffic, accidents, highways blocked by fallen
trees, roads split by the heat with boulders blocking our car’s path. This is
what drove home how different Usulután was, something I hadn’t understood
when I served there. Through the Eastern half of El Salvador, graffiti and
other evidences of gang activity were less common. As we drove within 20
minutes of Usulutan, graffiti begin appearing everywhere.

These 26 cities played host to over 55% of homicides that occurred
between January and August 2015. This is not to say that other
areas did not have homicides, but the populations are not dense
enough to register on this kind of measurement (Marroquín).
I met with a wide variety of Salvadorans over my two years. We
missionaries met more regularly with youth and the elderly, since their
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schedules tended to be more flexible than those of working age. I became
friends with people who were on all sides of the Civil War: guerrillas, federal
soldiers, and victims. My friends also spanned modern political society: an
ARENA bodyguard, FMLN activists, and even a Nuevas Ideas activist. I
never got to know current gangsters well, but I was on speaking terms with a
few. One recently retired police officer became a very dear friend to me, but
no current police or soldiers. There was also a mix of bureaucrats, bankers,
laborers, bus drivers, teachers, accountants, nurses, craftsmen, chefs,
deportees, university students, preachers, small business owners, and
farmers. Most of my contacts were impoverished or semi-stable (this would be
the closest thing El Salvador has to a true middle class). I did have one friend
who was definitely wealthy, but he was not, to my knowledge, aligned with
the usual attitudes of the Salvadoran wealthy (for instance, he dressed as
Santa and delivered Christmas presents to poor neighborhoods until he was
assaulted one year and was a voluntary leader in our mission, meaning he
was invested in humanitarian causes). Reflecting the overall demographic, I
mostly met people belonging to varieties of Catholicism and Protestantism,
with a number of atheists and uncommonly a Jew or Muslim. They ranged
from highly devout to trivially affiliated with their belief system.
As for obtaining information, a country like El Salvador suffers from a lot
of misinformation. Gangs, government, and businesses all intentionally
spread misinformation. Combined with the rumor mill present in all
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societies, keeping track of reality can become difficult. Consequently, I have
excluded all information from this essay that I have not been able to
externally verify with reputable sources or personally witness. Anything that
is speculative is noted to be such.

III. Limitations
I do not try to hide the fact that I care deeply about Salvadorans and am
biased in their favor. Nonetheless, I refuse to exaggerate, dramatize, or alter
the facts. I want to advocate for their cause through the pure truth. My bias
should not be taken as compromising. Neither should you believe that
Salvadorans treated me in some especially benign way to gain my favor. On
several occasions, I was forced to comply with gang demands, as well as being
intimidated or threatened. There were a few occasions when I was the subject
of strong anti-American sentiment, but this was rare. Mostly, some folk
discriminated against us missionaries on account of our religion (picking
fights, harassing us and people we visited, etc.). I mention this because never
was this so severe or so common that I could not see the general quality of
Salvadorans. They are a wonderful people. Even those who viewed me as
their enemy were not all that bad (mostly leaders in other congregations), as
far as such things go.

IV. The Gravity of these Issues
This material is depressing. I have lost a lot of sleep over the years to it.
One particularly hard night, I realized that there was a good chance that one
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of my friends had been made a gangster’s “girlfriend,” based on some unusual
occurrences I had picked up on after I had moved across the country. The
story a grandfather told me of watching his grandson be shot in front of his
eyes is etched in my mind, because the traumatized grandfather could not
talk about anything else, 40 days after the event. Talking with friends about
their friends’ deaths, only reacting to gunfire when I was right around the
corner, dealing with victims of domestic abuse, it is heavy. I say this because,
if this hurts you, I understand. It is ok for this to hurt. Something has kept
me from despair, and it keeps many Salvadorans from despair. It is captured
in what my Thesis Reader, Dr. Wiseman, told us in the first class I took from
him: “The only way to understand the suffering throughout the history of
Latin America is through the lens of the Atonement of Jesus Christ.” If you
need emotional support, I would invite you to study this one concept. There is
a lot of suffering in this world. It is essential to know that there is more than
this life for these suffering souls to find peace and that, in days to come, God
will work more directly with us to help us overcome the pain and suffering we
have enduring as mortal beings.
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Appendix B: Gangs, maras and pandillas
This appendix is dedicated to miscellaneous but useful information about
gangs.

Gangster Society
Despite their influence, the gangs are unprofessional and disorganized.
They manage an international structure and have a massive membership,
but their projects remain small and somewhat unambitious. They differ
dramatically from drug traffickers. Indeed, gangs’ involvement with drugs is
limited to local distribution and consumption, rather than large-scale drug
trafficking. They are not drug cartels. Even drug traffickers consider street
gangs to be too volatile and unreliable to depend on them much. For the most
part, gang income is based on extortion, illegal arms dealing, and the like.
Although many gang bosses are jailed, they run their cliques from within the
prison thanks to police and state corruption. As for the run-of-the-mill
gangster, a gangster on the street is often helped by a small team, which may
include of a child-courier, an apprentice, and a “girlfriend” (Santos). The age
of most gangsters has dropped dramatically, with many of them being
teenagers (the youngest I knew of was 9 years old and was already a
murderer). When they do their job, they choose targets on a whim, with little
guidance and limited oversight from gang leadership (MS-13 is the most
internally regulated gang, but that is only by comparison to the chaos of the
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other gangs). They will make a threat and on occasion forget it after a few
weeks, other times they follow through. They are careless, so they often kill
the wrong person. They are also in the habit of murdering enemies’ family or
employees. For instance, if your boss doesn’t pay “rent,” or your brother is
seen with a gangster’s girl, you could easily end up dead, without any
wrongdoing on your part. If you are a member of the police, or if you date or
pass time with one, you’re reasonably likely to die violently. Sporadically, a
few people are almost altogether ignored by gangsters. When competition
between gangs is fiercer, they ramp up recruitment, kidnapping, and the like
and members are less free to disassociate or slack off.
While the main gangs are MS-13 and 18th Street, that is not the whole
story. 18th Street has split into two rival factions: Sureños and
Revolucionarios. With the rise of gang culture in El Salvador, a number of
small gangs have also formed within El Salvador proper. Examples include
Las Máquinas, a small gang I only ever head of in Apopa and which may
have since dissolved, and Mao Mao, a more influential and radical gang in
several areas around San Salvador. These smaller gangs tend to be extremely
violent, since they have to compete more viciously to retain what territory
they have. For example, Mao Mao have a special rule forbidding the mention
of Mickey Mouse inside their territory (on account of their shared acronym,
MM). There is no higher authority to impose limits on their caprices.
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Old gangsters stand out because of their tattoos. Tattoos seem to have
become less common, which makes sense as it makes identifying gang
affiliation much too easy for rival gangs and police. Old gangsters tend to be
scary folk. It takes a lot to survive as a gangster past 30. Young gangsters are
more varied. There are some that are altogether affable. Some are more
druggie than gangster. Others are genuinely insane and violent, usually as
the result of some kind of serious abuse or trauma. For low-ranking
members, gang membership is often framed as a system of self-defense,
protection of one’s home or friends. The profit factors matter much more to
the higher-ups, even though all levels are involved in profitmaking. The lowlevels are all poor, that is to say, they are poor people robbing other poor
people.
Gangsters tend to evolve over time. At the beginning, they only operate on
the peripheries of gangs. Proper gangsters groom these peripheral members
to become loyal members and require them to prove themselves. Gang
members are submitted to various processes to adjust them to gang life. The
processes include committing violence, being tortured by allies, induced drug
addiction, sex, and alcoholism. Probably the most important factor in the
indoctrination is the cycle of violence that surrounds every Salvadoran.
Friends and family getting killed demands retaliation. You begin to kill.
Others try to kill you. It’s a cycle that’s been turning since the 80s and before.
(mirrors how the Civil War violence cycle still exists, even if it has toned
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down.) Retribution hits community members, the whole community is
wounded and wants to defend itself and retaliate. That’s the gang’s job.
Most gang wars are wars of sovereignty rather than wars of elimination.
They are retaliatory, corresponding to some previous action on the enemy’s
part. The wars can become almost turn-based, where the gangs wait for each
other to make a move and only act when it is their turn.
Leaving a gang is hard. It is almost impossible when there is an active
gang war. There needs to be some compelling excuse. Common examples are
when a gangster has a kid and decides to take their responsibilities as a
parent seriously or when a gangster wants to convert to a religion, usually
Christianity.
There are other aspects of gang life which are interesting, like the
modified Roman script they seem to use, the meaning of gang signs, and
whatnot, but those are beyond my research interests for the moment.
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Appendix C: Human Rights Violations
Breakdown
I. Human Rights Violations Estimates
The charts on the following pages detail which rights declared under the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights are habitually violated by source.
The first chart provides summary data for the second chart. Regarding the
second, more detailed chart, the first column of X’s refers to gang-related
violations. The second column is for violations associated with the Salvadoran
government, which mostly have to do with corruption and illegitimate police
activity. The last covers violations stemming from other causes, especially
poverty and working conditions.
Please note that these judgments are made based on my own experience
and observation. I count about 37 total distinct rights in the Declaration, but
another observer might delineate them differently. This is not a legal
assessment on the condition of rights in El Salvador. Although the data is
informal, it is not trivial. The Universal Declaration of Human Rights was
chosen because of its broad use, formal importance, and legitimacy in the
international community.
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Summary Data:
Source

Total Violations

Percentage of Total (%)

Gang

26

70.27

State

16

43.24

Other

14

37.84

Total*

35

94.59

*The total is the count of distinct human rights that are violated
regardless of source. If a right is violated by more than one source, it is not
double-counted.
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Rights guaranteed by the Universal Declaration of Human Rights

G

S

1. Free and equal in dignity and rights

X

X

2. No discrimination in receiving rights

X

X

3. Life, liberty, and security of person

X

X

4. No slavery or servitude

X

5. No torture or inhuman treatment

X

X
X

X

6. Recognition as a person before the law

X

7. Equal protection before the law

X

8. Effective remedy by national tribunals for violations of these rights

X

X

9. No arbitrary arrest, detention, or exile

X

X

10. Tribunals that protect these rights with justice and equality

X

X

11. Innocence until proven guilty

O

X

12. No penalty for an act that was not illegal when committed
13. Protection of the law against arbitrary interference and attacks
against honor

X

14. Freedom of movement and residence within the borders of a State

X

X

15. Leave a country, including one’s own, and to return to one’s country

X

X

16. Seek and enjoy in other countries asylum from persecution

X

X

17. A nationality
18. Marry and found a family without limitation of rights, even in the case
of divorce

X

X

X

X

19. Individual and collective property

X
X

20. No arbitrary deprivation of property

X

21. Freedom of thought, conscience, and religion

X

22. Freedom of opinion and expression

X

23. Freedom of peaceful assembly and association

X

24. Not being compelled to belong to an association

X

25. Participation in government and public services

X

X

26. Social security
27. Work and its free election

X

X

28. Equal pay

X

29. Remuneration that ensures for him and his family dignified existence

X

30. Form trade unions

X

31. Rest and leisure

X

32. Standard of living adequate for health and well-being

X

X

33. Special care for motherhood and childhood

X

X

34. Free basic education

X

35. Participate in cultural life, the arts, and in science
36. Protection of the moral and material interests of what one has
authored

X

37. International and social order that provides these rights and freedoms

X

X
X

X
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II. Charts Regarding Asylum (Peralta)
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III. US Embassy Travel Warning
I received the following email from the US Embassy to El Salvador on
January 15th of 2016.
The Department of State continues to warn U.S. citizens
that crime and violence levels in El Salvador remain
critically high, and U.S. citizens traveling to El Salvador
should remain alert to their surroundings. This Travel
Warning supersedes the Travel Warning dated June 22, 2015,
and includes updated information on crime and security in
El Salvador.
Tens of thousands of U.S. citizens safely visit El Salvador
each year for study, tourism, cruise ship visits, business,
and volunteer work. There is no information to suggest
that U.S. citizens are specifically targeted by criminals;
however, crime and violence are serious problems throughout
the country. Since a rise in violence in the summer of
2015, the current murder rate in El Salvador is among the
highest in the world, an annual rate of 103.1 murders per
100,000 citizens for 2015. In comparison, the U.S. rate is
4.5 per 100,000. While U.S. citizens are not singled out
as targets, the pervasive violence greatly increases the
chance of someone being “in the wrong place at the wrong
time.” Since January 2010, 38 U.S. citizens have been
murdered in El Salvador. During the same time period, 449
U.S. citizens reported having their passports stolen, while
others were victims of violent crimes.
Typical crimes in El Salvador include extortion, mugging,
highway assault, home invasion, and car theft. There have
also been cases reported in which criminals observe and
follow customers making withdrawals at ATMs and banks, then
rob them on the road or at a residence. Some victims
unwittingly wander into gang-controlled territory and may
be targeted, normally at night. Assaults against police
officers have risen, and public shootouts are not
uncommon. Armed robberies of climbers and hikers in El
Salvador’s national parks are known to occur, and the
U.S. Embassystrongly recommends engaging the services of a
local guide certified by the national or local tourist
authority when hiking in back country areas. The National
Civilian Police (PNC) has a special tourist police force
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(POLITUR) to provide security and assistance to
visitors. It has officers located in 19 tourist
destinations.
A majority of serious crimes are never solved; only seven
of the 38 murders of U.S. citizens since January 2010 have
resulted in convictions. The Government of El Salvador
lacks sufficient resources to properly investigate and
prosecute cases and to deter violent crime. While several
of the PNC’s investigative units have shown promise,
routine street-level patrol techniques, anti-gang, and
crime suppression efforts are limited. Equipment shortages
(particularly radios, vehicles, and fuel) further limit
their ability to deter or respond to crimes effectively. As
a result, criminals operate with a high degree of impunity
throughout El Salvador.
El Salvador, a country of roughly six million people, has,
according to Government of El Salvador statistics,
thousands of known gang members from several gangs
including Mara Salvatrucha (MS-13) and Eighteenth Street
(M18). Gang members are quick to engage in violence or use
deadly force if resisted. These “maras” concentrate on
narcotics and arms trafficking, murder for hire,
carjacking, extortion, and violent street
crime. Authorities believe a significant number of
disappearances are related to gang activity, since many of
the missing were in gangs or were friends or family members
of gang members. Police sources claim that the families of
gang members often face the same risks of being killed or
disappearing as the gang members themselves.
In the past year, Salvadoran gangs have escalated their
tactics. In late July 2015, they used threats and violence
to halt most public transportation, killing 8 drivers and
burning two buses from the transportation companies that
continued to provide service. This followed a July 25,
2015 grenade attack near the Sheraton hotel in San
Salvador. On August 28, 2015, an improvised explosive
device (IED) was placed in a vehicle parked in front of the
Ministry of Justice and Public Security; the device was
constructed with military-grade explosives, but failed to
detonate. On September 10, 2015, a homemade IED detonated
inside a car parked in front of the Ministry of Finance;
there were no reported injuries although the blast did
cause damage to nearby buildings. Similar IEDs have been
found, made from both military-grade and household
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materials, and they represent an escalation in gang tactics
to target Salvadoran government personnel and
facilities. Local police have arrested members of M18 in
relation to these devices.
Extortion is a very common crime in El Salvador. Some
extortion attempts are no more than random cold calls that
originate from imprisoned gang members using cellular
telephones, and the subsequent threats against the victim
are made through social engineering and/or through
information obtained about the victim’s family. U.S.
citizens who are visiting El Salvador for extended periods
are at higher risk for extortion demands. Many extortions
and other crimes are not reported by victims for fear of
reprisal and lack of faith in the ability of the local
government to protect the victims.
U.S. citizens should remain alert to their surroundings,
especially when entering or exiting their homes or hotels,
cars, garages, schools, and workplaces. Whenever possible,
travel in groups. U.S. Embassy security officials advise
all U.S. government personnel not to walk, run, or cycle in
unguarded streets and parks, even in groups, and recommend
exercising only in gyms and fitness centers. Avoid wearing
expensive jewelry, and do not carry large sums of money or
display cash, ATM/credit cards, or other valuables. Avoid
walking at night in most areas of El Salvador. Incidents of
crime along roads, including carjacking, are common in El
Salvador. Motorists should avoid traveling at night and
always drive with their windows up and doors locked to
deter potential robberies at traffic lights and on
congested downtown streets. Travel on public
transportation, especially buses, both within and outside
the capital, is risky and not
recommended. The Embassy advises official visitors and
personnel to avoid using mini-buses and regular buses and
to use only radio-dispatched taxis or those stationed in
front of major hotels.
For more detailed information regarding personal security,
please see the State Department's Country Specific
Information for El Salvador. U.S. citizens traveling
abroad should regularly monitor the Bureau of Consular
Affairs website, where the Worldwide Caution, Travel
Warnings, and Travel Alerts can be
found. Follow us on Twitter and the Bureau of Consular
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Affairs page on Facebook as well.
U.S. citizens living or traveling in El Salvador are
strongly encouraged to sign up for the State
Department's Smart Traveler Enrollment Program (STEP) to
obtain updated information on travel and security within El
Salvador. Travelers may also obtain up-to-date information
on security conditions by calling 888-407-4747 toll-free in
the United States or on a regular toll line at 202-5014444.
The U.S. Embassy is located on Final Boulevard Santa Elena
Sur, Urbanización Santa Elena, Antiguo Cuscatlán, La
Libertad, and can be reached at:
Telephone: 503-2501-2999
Fax: 503-2278-5522 / 503-2278-6020
Email: ACSSanSal@state.gov
Website: sansalvador.usembassy.gov
Facebook: www.facebook.com/embajadaamericanaelsalvador
Twitter: twitter.com/USCitSV
For after-hours emergencies, please call 503-2501-2999.
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IV. Cities with the Highest Homicide Rates (The Economist)
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